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THE SHIFT IN RETAIL USES IN THE DOWNTOWN DISTRICT 


URING the past 25 years, the widespread use of the automobile has 
1D changed the patterns of retail shopping. This change is clearly visible in 

outlying areas, as shopping centers have sprung up in practically all 
metropolitan districts. 


The changes in the downtown district, however, are less apparent. The build- 
ings which were standing 25 years ago, in a great percentage of cases, are still 
standing. The ground floor space was occupied then, and it is occupied now. 


This period has been one of constantly increasing urban growth, and this, to- 
gether with the effect of price inflation on dollar values, has hidden much that has 
happened. Unless critical measurements are made, much appears as it was in our 
downtown districts. Even the number of pedestrians on the street, to the casual 
observer, would indicate no great change, as apparently it is impossible to com- 
pare our impressions of 25 years ago of the number of people passing a given lo- 
cation with our impressions today. It so happens, however, that in downtown St. 
Louis, our organization, 25 years ago, checked each side of every block from 
8a. m. until6 p. m. These traffic counts, when compared with ones made a 
year ago, would indicate a 44% drop, in spite of the fact that the metropolitan area 
of St. Louis during the same period has increased by 404. 


In order to find out what has been happening to retail uses in the central busi- 
ness district, during the past 25 years, our organization has measured the number 
of square feet devoted to each use in 55 square blocks of St. Louis as of 1931, 
1950, and 1956. The results of this study are shown on pages 422 and 423 of this 
report. 


I believe that the situation in St. Louis is fairly typical! of the situation which 
exists throughout the United States, as the fundamental causes which have brought 
about the situation here, are the same which are operating in all other cities. 


In this table, the number of square feet devoted to each use in 1931 is consid- 
ered as 100, and the percentage figures in 1950 and 1956 show the relationship of 
the number of square feet used in those years to the 1931 area. 


It is rather interesting to see which uses have been increasing and which have 
been decreasing. 
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ANALYSIS OF GROUND FLOOR AREA DEVOTED TO VARIOUS USES 
IN DOWNTOWN ST. LOUIS 


1931 1950 


Sq. ft. Sq. it. 

Amusements, penny arcades, pool, 
billiards, etc 16, 134 5, 304 
Appliances, gas, electric 16,515 } 25, 939 
Auto supplies, motorcycles 27,088 \' u 


Banks 229,715 I 215, 836 
Barber shops, beauty parlors 43, 660 28, 916 
Bare, malt shops, night clubs 9, 482 123, 463 
Books, magazines 14, 269 7,695 
Building lobbies 68, 919 ( 69, 792 
Building materials, hardware 686,624 100 33,742 
Bus depots 9, 032 0) 25, 276 


Candy, nuts 31,372 1) 17, 466 
Children’s and babies’ wear 3,378 10 3, 546 
Cleaning, pressing 24,532 io 27, 632 
Curios, stamps, coins, novelties 600 | 6, 032 


Department stores, general merchandise 304,644 | 256, 012 
Display fixtures 9,909 | 12, 595 
Drug stores, pharmacies 46, 669 38, 236 


Eating places 183, 394 } 164, 799 


Finance companies, mortgages, credit 

associations, loans, titles 27, 194 
Flowers, seeds, fruit 22, 168 
Food stores 26,017 
Furniture and furnishings 151, 751 
Pure 8, 168 


Garages, auto rental 40, 005 
Government, post office, ordnance center, etc. 686, 085 


Habe rdashers 37, 497 
Hosiery 2,111 
Hotels 04, 344 
Household supplies, janitor supplies 11, 767 


Jewelry, gifts, cards, auctions $7,211 


Ladies’ wear, lingerie, corsets, etc. 90,128 10 83, 442 
Linen shops, lace, fabrics, woolens, silks 15, 160 0 22,177 
Liquor stores 0 10, 620 


Manufacturing, light 2,237 10, 044 
Men's wear 78, 230 / 101, 806 
Millinery, women's hats 6,034 100 8,720 
Music stores, radios, pianos, 

band instruments, etc 60, 254 ( 35, 549 


Newspapers 34,670 10 36, 967 

















ANALYSIS OF GROUND FLOOR AREA DEVOTED TO VARIOUS USES 
IN DOWNTOWN ST. LOUIS 


1931 
Sq. ft. 
Office equipment 22,632 
Offices 27, 062 
Office furniture 2, 460 
Opticians 12, 762 
Optometrists 0 


Parking lots 58, 690 
Photographs, art 1, 575 
Photo and optical, cameras 21, 647 
Photostats, plueprints 0 
Pictures, fihe arts, framing, etc. 4, 409 
Premium headquarters 0 
Printing, engraving 28, 273 


Real estate agents 
Religious 


Savings and loan associations 6, 328 
Secondhand stores, pawn shops, 

army stores 29, 677 ‘ 11, 265 
Service stores 20, 283 2 > 
Shoes, general, orthopedic 44,917 22, 578 
Shoes, ladies’ 16, 241 j 20, 604 
Shoes, mers 14, 879 i 6, 026 
Shoe repair, shoe shine 23, 660 ‘1 14, 168 
Sick room supplies, hearing aids, surgical 2, 694 4, 032 
Sporting goods 11, 916 ‘ 4,787 
Stationery, pens 11,612 10, 266 
Stockbrokers 39, 020 67, 142 


Tailors 23, 208 3, 870 
Theaters 99, 324 66,797 
Ticket offices, travel agencies 37, 166 046 23,617 
Tobacco 58, 606 ; 25, 606 
Trade associations 14, 467 61,514 
Travel accessories and luggage, umbrellas 11, 387 12, 480 12, 460 


Utility offices 79, 987 68, 680 90, 483 


Vacancy 195, 615 142, 864 
Variety stores, 5 & 10 67, 768 59, 361 


Watchmakers 2, 068 
Wholesale 34, 396 


Alley vacated 
Church 23, 940 
6, 400 


Miscellaneous 27, 995 7,841 


TOTAL 3, 202,624 3, 190, 616 
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The use of ground floor space in the downtown district devoted to amusement is 
decreasing. This includes penny arcades, pool halls, etc. Apparently, barber 
shops and beauty parlors have been leaving the downtown district for outlying 
locations. The tremendous increase of drinking establishments is explained when 
it is remembered that 1931 was a year of prohibition. Building material compa- 
nies, including paints, hardware, electrical supplies, plumbing supplies, etc. , 
have moved to outlying locations, as they are using only one-third of the space in 
the downtown district that they did 25 years ago. As buses have cut into the rail- 
roads, bus depots have increased their area by almost 3 times. 


The drop in the number of square feet of space devoted to sweets and nuts is 
probably due to the fact that chain operation is doing a more efficient merchandis- 
ing job in smaller areas. The decline in the number of square feet devoted to drug 
stores is probably due to decentralization from the downtown district, as well as to 
greater efficiency in the chain organizations. The drop in the number of square 
feet of ground floor space devoted to eating places is interesting, and rather hard 
to explain, other than by the reduced pedestrian traffic on the street. Twenty-five 
years ago, stores devoted to furniture and house furnishings occupied a number of 
good locations in the downtown district. Most have moved out of the central busi- 
ness district, and are now operating either in fringe locations or in various out- 
lying superstores. 


Haberdashers are down to less than one-third of their space requirements of 25 
years ago. Men’s wear shows an increase. However, if haberdashers are grouped 
with men’s wear, the change is relatively slight. Apparently, men’s specialty 
shops have been absorbed by larger stores having a more general line. Household 
supplies are down to one-half. Millinery stores have almost disappeared from the 
downtown district. 


The big increase in office space on the ground floor is apparently an attempt 
to fill locations formerly used for retail purposes by converting to office space at a 
lower rental. Area devoted to parking has increased to 847%, and this apparently 
is the reason that the vacant space, in spite of outmigrations from the distr ict, ‘is 
only 62% as great as it was in 1931. The amount of floor space used by real estate 
agents has shrunk to 48%, in spite of the fact that in 1931, real estate was inactive. 
Apparently here, too, the trek to the suburbs has accounted for the shrinkage in 
space. Savings and loan associations have shown a large increase. The three 
shoe classifications, if combined, have shrunk considerably, as a large percentage 
of this business is now being done in outlying shopping centers. Apparently, men’s 
tailoring has been very adversely affected by readymade clothes, as tailors are 
occupying only 17% of the space they occupied 25 years ago. Theater space has de- 
clined one-third, ticket offices by slightly more than one-third, in spite of the air- 
line ticket offices now operating. Tobacco stores, on almost every corner in 1931, 
have declined, until the larger part of the tobacco volume is now handled in other 
types of stores. 











